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Radical  Software  Concept  Nears  Reality 


It  would  allow  office  workers 


to  store  text  and  graphics 


in  several  original  ways 


By  Don  Clark 
Chronicle  Stqff  Writer 

It  must  be  the  longest  gestation 
on  record  for  the  computer  business. 
But  industry  visionary  Ted  Nelson 
has  lost  none  of  his  fervor  for  Xana¬ 
du,  a  radical  software  concept  that 
came  to  him  in  October  1960. 

“For  the  last  30  years  I've  earnest¬ 
ly  believed  it  was  six  months  away,” 
Nelson  said  in  an  interview.  “That  has 
not  changed.” 

Xanadu’s  software,  expected  to  be 
sold  by  Autodesk  Inc.  of  Sausalito 
starting  sometime  early  next  year, 
would  allow  groups  of  office  workers 
to  store  and  manage  text,  graphics, 
video  and  audio  information  in  sever¬ 
al  new  ways. 

Nelson  believes  that  the  software 
eventually  will  become  a  foundation 
for  a  kind  of  electronic  information 
utility  that  will  include  franchised  in¬ 
formation  outlets  around  the  world. 

In  partnership  with  Nelson,  one  of 
computerdom’s  true  cult  figures,  is  a 
small  band  of  dedicated  program¬ 
mers  at  his  Xanadu  Operating  Co.,  a 
small  Palo  Alto-based  company.  Auto¬ 


Xanadu  founder  Ted  Nelson  near  his  houseboat  in  Sausalito 


desk  bought  80  percent  of  the  ven¬ 
ture  in  1988. 

John  Walker,  Autodesk’s  co¬ 
founder,  who  as  part  of  the  acquisi¬ 
tion  named  Nelson  an  Autodesk  re¬ 
search  fellow,  recently  called  Xanadu 
“a  knowledge  system  for  the  ages 
that  is  as  much  of  an  improvement 


over  anything  in  existence  today  as 
books  were  over  oral  tradition.” 

Nelson,  54,  who  lives  and  works  on 
a  houseboat  near  Autodesk  headquar¬ 
ters,  attained  cult  status  after  he 
wrote  a  book  in  1974,  entitled  “Com- 
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A  RADICAL  SOFTWARE  CONCEPT  STARTS  TO  TAKE  SHAPE 


From  Page  Cl 

puter  Lib,”  which  presaged  many 
aspects  of  the  personal-computer 
revolution  and  became  a  bible  for 
industry  entrepreneurs. 

The  son  of  actors,  he  grew  up  in 
Greenwich  Village,  received  de¬ 
grees  from  Swarthmore  and  Har¬ 
vard  in  philosophy  and  sociology, 
and  taught  the  latter  at  Vassar  Col¬ 
lege  from  1964  to  1966.  He  consid¬ 
ers  himself  a  philosopher  and  a 
film  maker,  rather  than  a  technol¬ 
ogist. 

“He’s  a  frontiersman  of  ideas,” 
said  Jim  Warren,  an  Autodesk  di¬ 
rector  and  frequent  writer  about 
the  computer  industry. 

Nelson  started  Xanadu  Operat¬ 
ing  Co.  in  1979.  The  venture  was 
going  nowhere  by  the  mid-1980s 
when,  as  Nelson  recalls,  he  was 
laboring  in  obscurity  in  San  Anto¬ 
nio.  But  Nelson’s  fortunes  began  to 
change  when  Apple  Computer  Inc. 
introduced  a  program  called  Hy¬ 
perCard,  which  popularized  a  Nel¬ 
son-coined  term  —  “hypertext”. 

The  term  is  crucial  imunder- 
standing  Xanadu.  Hypertext  re¬ 


fers  to  conceptual  links  between 
words,  pictures  and  other  informa¬ 
tion.  A  program  based  on  hyper¬ 
text,  for  example,  might  quickly 
display  a  dictionary  definition  or 
pictures  of  numerous  animals  if  a 
user  highlighted  the  word  “mam¬ 
mal”  in  a  sentence  on  the  comput¬ 
er  screen. 

Nelson  said  that  Xanadu’s  soft¬ 
ware  will  let  users  create  and  man¬ 
age  all  their  documents  and  show 
connections  between  them  in  ways 
that  conventional  database  pro¬ 
grams  can’t.  A  user  could  not  only 
see  the  current  version  of  a  legal 
contract,  for  example,  but  instant¬ 
ly  compare  it  with  all  previous  ver¬ 
sions. 

More  remarkable  still,  users 
will  be  able  to  compare  volumi¬ 
nous  collections  of  diagrams  and 
architectural  drawings  for  their 
similarities  and  differences.  This  is 
now  a  big  problem  in  managing 
engineering  and  construction  pro¬ 
jects. 


builders,  architects  and  such  deep- 
pocket  companies  as  aircraft  man¬ 
ufacturers. 

Once  the  basic  software  is  on 
the  market,  Nelson  believes,  entre¬ 
preneurs  will  also  use  it  to  set  up 
electronic  libraries  that  publish 
documents  in  a  new  way.  For  ex¬ 
ample,  any  user  with  a  personal 
computer  and  a  modem  could  tap 
into  the  system  and  store  docu¬ 
ments  there.  Others  could  quote 
from  stored  documents  without 
asking  the  author’s  permission,  be¬ 
cause  the  system  would  automati¬ 
cally  bill  users  for  royalties.  Nel¬ 
son  believes  such  a  system  will  au¬ 
tomatically  settle  most  legal  dis¬ 
putes  about  rights  to  published 
material. 

But  Nelson  admits  that  such  a 
library  system  is  several  years 
away.  He  doesn’t  doubt  that  it  will 
catch  on.  “I’m  looking  at  200,000 
people  who  want  it  yesterday,"  he 
said. 


lows  Autodesk  for  Robertson  Ste¬ 
phens  &  Co.  “I  think  they’ve  got  a 
good  product  in  development,  but 
they  have  to  finish  it  and  figure 
out  how  to  market  it.” 
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Securities  analysts  aren’t  ex- 
Nelson  isn’t  offering  any  reve-  pecting  big  sales  from  Xanadu 
nue  estimates,  but  he  expects  early  anytime  soon.  “It’s  a  complicated 
users  of  his  product  to  include  product,"  said  John  Rossi,  who  fol- 


